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If I ever write my memoirs, the first line will be: “Unlike most people, I learned about 

sex from my parents and religion from my friends.” My parents were remarkably open about 

sexuality with their children for people in the early 1960’s.  I remember finding my mother’s 

round packet of birth control pills in the kitchen when I was about seven and asking her what 

they were.  She answered my question directly, “Those are birth control pills.  We’ve had all the 

children we want and so I take one of these each day so we can enjoy sex without worrying.”  

When I was about 11, we took a day trip to Fire Island to “see gay people”, and I remember my 

parents being very relaxed and positive.   Our dinner conversations often addressed civil rights, 

the women’s movement, and yes, sex.  My friends were often amazed.  I gave my first speech on 

women’s rights in 10th grade, and distinctly remember scolding the 10th grade biology teacher 

who refused to answer a question he was asked about how to prevent pregnancy.  I’ve never 

forgotten Linda, the girl who asked the question.   She dropped out of school a few months later 

to marry her Vietnam war soldier boyfriend and have their child.   

 It wasn’t until I went to college that I learned that most parents don’t talk to their children 

about sexuality topics – and that most people grow up with a complicated stew of 

misinformation, myths, fear and shame about their sexuality.  In fact, part of what led me to 

deciding to become a sexuality educator was realizing how different my upbringing was:  how, 

unlike most of my friends, I had always understood sexuality as a positive and healthy part of life 

that needed to be exercised responsibly.   I became part of the women’s health movement in 

1974, and we taught hundreds of women in colleges around Connecticut about their bodies, 
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including how to recognize an early pregnancy by viewing changes in one’s cervix. I even did a 

gynecological self-help slide show for my mother’s friends.  I was one of the co-founders of the 

women’s center on campus and the convener of the first gay rights organization at Wesleyan.  It 

is sometimes hard for me to believe that I’ve been working as a sexuality educator and sexual 

justice advocate for 45 years now.   

 I have vivid memories of where I was on January 22, 1973 when I learned that the 

Supreme Court had overturned the ban on abortions in the U.S.  I walked into the college post 

office and canteen and someone had the radio on.  We were elated.  We thought that the days of 

having to arrange for women to go to New York City for abortions were soon to be over forever; 

the days of women dropping out of high school and college to have babies they were ill equipped 

to raise were over.   

 The first time I marched in DC for women’s rights was in 1976: I wore a long white dress 

with a purple and yellow sash, modeled after the Suffragettes.  I think the march was to rally 

support for the ERA.  I was 22. I’ve lost track of the number of times I’ve marched or spoken at 

rallies in DC now – 20 times since January 2016.  Ralph, our four-year-old daughter, and I 

marched for low income women’s access to abortion in 1989-I was 35.   We marched again for 

abortion rights in 2004 as a family, and this time I was a speaker at a religious service on the 

Mall– I was 49.  In 2016, I spoke on the steps of the Supreme Court as it heard a case that would 

have allowed unnecessary building restrictions on abortion clinics called TARP.  I was 62.  In 

the past month, I have demonstrated at the Supreme Court twice:  once for the Equality Act for 

protections for LGBTQ people, once as part of the national marches against the newly passed 

abortion bans in many states. Last week, when we were in front of the Supreme Court, I couldn’t 
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help but think of the sign that I saw at the Women’s March in January 2017, held by a woman 

with white hair, “I can’t believe I’m still protesting this @#$%! 

 Because in some ways, I can’t.  I was 19 when Roe was decided.  I thought we were 

done.  I was at rallies on the steps of the Supreme Court when the Windsor inheritance rights for 

gay couples’ case in 2013 and the Obergefell case on marriage equality in 2015 were being 

heard; I thought we were done.  I thought we were done when Don’t Ask Don’t Tell was 

overturned and when the Obama administration affirmed the rights of transgender people to 

health care and to serve in the military.  We aren’t done, friends. 

 Indeed, we are at the most dangerous time for sexual rights and justice that we have been 

in almost fifty years.  According to the Human Rights Campaign, the Trump Administration has 

attacked LGBTQ people 108 times since taking office. Two hours after President Trump took 

office, all mention of LGBT people was eliminated from the White House government website.   

In January of this year, The Supreme Court allowed Trump's transgender military ban to 

go into effect. The policy blocks individuals who have been diagnosed with a condition known 

as gender dysphoria from serving with limited exceptions and the Trump administration has most 

recently eliminated protections of transgender people at homeless shelters that receive federal 

funds.  They have also created what they call the Conscience and Religious Freedom division at 

the Department of Health and Human Services to protect health workers who do not want to 

serve LGBTQ people or provide women with reproductive health services.  I heard a speaker last 

week say that we were living in the time of TAAD-that stands for Trumpian Authoritarian 

Apocalyptic Dictatorship.  Whether you think that’s hyperbole, I think you get the point: there 

has been a concerted effort to roll back sexual rights, especially the rights of transgender people 

and women’s right to safe and legal abortion.   
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You are no doubt aware that abortion rights are under the greatest attack they have been 

since 1973. Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, Missouri, Ohio, and 

Utah have all passed abortion bans this year.    

Bans on abortions at 6 weeks of pregnancy, so called heart beat laws, have been introduced in 15 

states this year, and they passed in five.  These bills criminalize abortion before most women 

would know that they are pregnant.  Alabama passed a near total ban on abortion for any reason; 

Georgia’s law will put doctors who perform abortions in jail for up to 99 years; a Texas 

legislator proposed a state law that a woman who has an abortion can be tried for murder and 

subject to capital punishment.   

I want you to know that abortion rights and LGBTQ rights are twin sibling justice issues.  

They are intertwined at their foundation.  The Supreme Court cases that gave gay people the 

right to have sex (yes, that was decided in 2003) and the right to marry are based in the Roe 

decision’s affirmation of a constitutional right to privacy.  But it’s more than just legal – both are 

fundamentally about the right for people, all people, to be able to live sexual lives without 

governmental interference, with support for their own moral agency and with an affirmation of 

their ability to make their own moral decisions.  All of our sexual rights – the right to marry, the 

right to pleasure, the right to bodily autonomy - - are endangered if anyone’s rights to an adult 

consensual relationship are imperiled.   

The goal of the abortion bans and the laws and policies against LGBTQ people are 

designed to strip people of their sexual rights.  As Joyce White Vance, a former U.S. attorney in 

Alabama, explained in The Washington Post, the “draconian nature of the bill is its point—because 

its sponsors aren’t just looking to prohibit abortion in Alabama. They are looking for a clean 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2019/05/14/alabamas-abortion-bill-is-not-about-alabama-its-about-tossing-roe-v-wade/?fbclid=IwAR1go3xuehk7JNB9GNrCYfSnuRT6-kLxVTdhWuF-lIaSTgZQWtgCKPthyDc&utm_term=.e2c6e4c3ca08
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vehicle to take to the Supreme Court. They want to overturn Roe v. Wade, supplanting it with 

something that makes state laws prohibiting abortion the law of the land.”  That “something” could 

make abortion unsafe and illegal in probably half of the states in America and it will lay the 

foundation for overturning marriage equality and protections for LGBT people.   

 All of this is despite the fact that the majority of Americans support sexual rights.  Seven in 

10 Americans believe that abortion should be legal, at least in some circumstances, and an equal 

percentage believe that there should be laws protecting LGBT people from discrimination in the 

job market, public accommodations, and housing.  Solid majorities of all major religious groups 

in the U.S. support laws protecting LGBT people.  Majorities of Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, 

Mormons,  Hispanic Catholics (72%), white mainline Protestants (71%), white Catholics (71%), 

other non-white Catholics (68%), black Protestants (65%), Muslims (60%), Hispanic Protestants 

(60%), and Orthodox Christians (59%) support these laws.  Even more than half of White 

evangelical Protestants and Jehovah’s Witnesses support LGBT protections.   

America is more ambivalent about abortion:  about half of Americans identify as pro-

choice and half identify as prolife, or as I prefer to think of them, as anti-abortion.  People of 

faith of every religion support the right of individuals to make their own moral decisions.  Clear 

majorities from every major religious tradition in the United States support safe and legal 

abortion:   

White and Hispanic Catholics support abortion. 

Protestants support abortion. 

Jews support abortion. 

Unitarian Universalist, Buddhists, and Hindus support abortion. 

People who say they are spiritual but not religious support abortion.   
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Even one in three evangelic Christians supports the availability of legal abortion. 

 

There is nothing new about religious support for reproductive health, rights, and justice.  

More than a dozen major religious denominations have passed policies, some as many as fifty 

years ago, supporting access to legal abortion. In the 1960’s, clergy opened one of the first 

abortion clinics in the U.S. and fought for the repeal of abortion laws. 

We need to call out the attacks on women and attacks of LGBTQ people, especially those 

of transgender people, for what they are:  immoral attacks on people’s human rights and moral 

agency.  We need to not allow those who Nation writer Laurie Penny called “force birth 

extremists” to pretend that they have the moral high ground as they strip women of their 

reproductive rights.  In the New Republic last week, she wrote “We live in a society that is 

comfortable letting men get away with sexual violence but determined not to let women get away 

with consensual sex. “It’s time to be completely clear. Forcing a woman to give birth against her 

will is morally equivalent to rape. It’s exactly the same logic of entitlement and abuse: Men get to 

control women’s bodies. Female sexual agency must be punished. Women’s consent does not 

matter.  This is not a moment to mince words. This is a moment for moral clarity. Women’s 

personhood is not conditional. Women’s sexuality is not shameful. The only shameful thing, the 

only thing that no citizen who believes even fractionally in freedom should tolerate, is a world in 

which women are treated like things.” 

Let us not speak up when these anti-abortion legislators call themselves pro-life.  They are 

not pro-life when they don’t support providing prenatal care for poor women; aren’t concerned 

about the maternal mortality crisis; ; allow migrant children to be ripped from their families at 
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the border and locked in cages; allow guns to continue unchecked in America, killing more US 

children in their schools than in combat in the last decade; not care that transgender black women 

are being murdered each month; and not support health care, housing, and food programs for all 

who need them.  There is nothing pro-life about any of that; at best, they are pro-embryo and 

pro-fetus, but more likely they are anti-women and anti-sexuality.   

We must do a better job of articulating our positions as moral positions.  We need to 

articulate consistent and common-sense moral messages.  America understands when we say that 

the goal of sexuality education is to develop healthy sexual adults, who appreciate their own 

body and interact with both genders in respectful ways. We need to tell parents that we want to 

help them give their sexual values to their children, not our values.  We need to say that our goal 

is to help people make sexual decisions in ways that are congruent with their values:  that we all 

must learn to discriminate between sexual behaviors that are life enhancing and those that are 

harmful to others.   We need to articulate an ethic for a moral sexual relationship: it is not a 

wedding band that makes sex moral, or whether the partners are gay, bisexual or straight, or 

other.  A sexual relationship is moral if it is consensual, non-exploitive, honest, mutually 

pleasurable and protected.  We need to say that love is love is love, as our sign outside says:  all 

must have the ability to affirm their Creator-given sexual and gender identity and live without 

discrimination and violence.   

We need to say that freedom of religion means that government cannot privilege the 

teachings of one religion over another.  No single religious voice can speak for all faith traditions 

on the moral issues of abortion, same sex partnerships, gender, sexuality education, stem cell 

research and so on.  America understands that our government should not take sides on religious 
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differences.  These are common sense, and if we say them enough and in a consistent voice, they 

can become common wisdom. 

What I want you to know is this: 

If you have had an abortion or an unintended pregnancy, given up a child, had a 

miscarriage, struggle with infertility, you are whole and welcome here. 

If you have been the victim of sexual abuse or sexual assault, you are whole and welcome 

here. 

If you are straight, gay, lesbian, bisexual, intersexual, demisexual, pansexual, or asexual, 

you are whole and welcome here. 

If you are transgender, non-binary, gender queer or cis gender, you are whole and 

welcome here. 

If you have made sexual decisions or had sexual behaviors or relationships that you now 

regret, you are whole and welcome here. And we are here to help you find a way back to right 

relationships. 

It you are confused about your sexuality, have questions, struggle in a relationship or 

struggle because you aren’t in one, you are whole and welcome here.  

 

As Unitarian Universalists, we will stand with you, love you, and fight for your rights.  

Even when we can’t believe we are still protesting this #$%!  Ultimately, I believe that we will 

prevail – that we can create a world where sexuality and sexual diversity is celebrated and 

supported – just like it was yesterday at our wildly successful Reston Pride festival.  I know that 

there are times that it is hard for us to envision that future.  But I want to close with these words 

from mid 20th century theologian Reinhold Niebuhr that have comforted me: “Nothing worth 
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doing can be achieved in a lifetime; therefore, we must be saved by hope.  Nothing that is true or 

beautiful or good makes complete sense in any immediate context of history; therefore, we must 

be saved by faith.  Nothing that we do, however virtuous, can be accomplished alone; therefore, 

we must be saved by love.”  

So, may it be.  Amen.   

 

 

 


